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AbSTrACT This article offers a comparative analysis exploring early developments in digi-
tal television broadcasting in the United States and Canada. The U.S. transition is now com-
plete (2009) but the Canadian analogue shut-off remains a site of controversy. Through the
examination of primary documents—official reports, policy announcements, statistics, and
speeches from key political and industrial figures—this article challenges traditional concep-
tions of broadcasting governance in the two countries. 
KEyworDS Broadcasting policy; Digital television; Public interest
réSUMé Cet article présente une analyse comparative explorant les premiers
développements de la télévision numérique aux États-Unis et au Canada. La transition est
désormais terminée aux États-Unis (2009) mais l’arrêt de la télévision analogique au
Canada fait encore l’objet de controverses. Par le biais de l’examen de documents primaires—
rapports officiels, annonces politiques, statistiques et discours de figures de l’industrie et de
politiciens clés—cet article remet en question les conceptions traditionnelles de gouvernance
dans ces deux pays. 
MoTS-CléS Politique de la radiodiffusion ; Télévision numérique ; Intérêt public
In 1997, the change from analogue to digital television was championed by then vicepresident Al Gore as 
the greatest transformation in television’s history … one that is truly bigger
than the shift from black and white to color.… It’s like the difference between
a one-man band and a symphony … (United States, 1998, p. 1)
There has been no shortage of hyperbole to describe the change from analogue to dig-
ital television, and much of it is indeed warranted. There is much more at stake than
merely replacing one technology with another. This transition challenges the legiti-
macy of much of the regulatory scaffolding that has supported the Canadian televi-
sion system for decades. The digital television transition involves a  new policy
paradigm for over-the-air (oTA) broadcasters, broadcasting distributors (bDUs), pay
and specialty channels, as well as the introduction of high-definition television (HD)
into the greater broadcasting system. Never has broadcasting policy been forced to re-
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assess all these elements in the same relatively brief period. lured by digital’s superior
quality and the potential revenues from selling freed spectrum space, governments
and regulators around the world are deciding how to accommodate the shift from ana-
logue to digital broadcasting, taking into account the unique possibilities of this new
technology and subsequent regulatory challenges for each nation and/or region.
Many of the traditional Canadian broadcasting challenges, such as vast geography,
two official languages, a culturally diverse citizenry, and the role of public broadcast-
ing, are once again factors in the current digital transition. Digital television offers
a very large window into the policy process, involving a profound and current struc-
tural change in Canadian broadcasting. For Canada, this shift exemplifies many of the
greater changes in policy since the 1991 broadcasting Act: a faith in market mecha-
nisms, light-touch regulation, co-regulatory approaches, and the powerful influence of
new technologies.
This significant shift also provides opportunity for a fundamental re-assessment
of the public interest objectives of the Canadian broadcasting system. A  primary
rationale for government involvement in broadcasting has traditionally been that the
radio spectrum is a  finite public resource and, as such, the public has a  right to
demand compensation for its use by private interests. Digital transmission uses con-
siderably less spectrum space than analogue broadcasts, thus the digital transition
promises an extensive realignment of the uses of the electromagnetic spectrum, an
invisible yet highly valuable resource that belongs to all Canadians.
The legal position of the electromagnetic spectrum is emphatically in the public
realm. The 1991 broadcasting Act states:
Policy section 3 (b) the Canadian broadcasting system, operating primarily in
the English and French languages and comprising public, private and com-
munity elements, makes use of radio frequencies that are public property.
(Canada, 1991)
Industry Canada is equally clear. The introductory sentence of the 2001 Framework
for Spectrum Auctions in Canada establishes the fundamental principle: “The radio
frequency spectrum is a natural public resource” (Industry Canada, 2001).
This document sets the ground rules for the sale via auction of valuable spectrum
space freed by digitalization, usually to wireless telephone providers. This increasingly
common practice is commonly known as the digital dividend, which drives countries
to switch from their established analogue models, despite the associated inconven-
iences and expense. Around the world, governments have been irresistibly drawn to
the financial windfall of selling excess spectrum.
As the recent spectrum auctions in Canada and the United States have demon-
strated, the public spectrum space given to broadcasters is an increasingly valuable
commodity. The 2008 spectrum auction in Canada raised over $4  billion for the
Canadian government—far more than the projected total. Despite digital media’s
requirement of less spectrum capacity, these auctions have had the ironic effect of
making spectrum space even more valuable than during the analogue era. The tradi-
tional spectrum allotment for broadcasters is in far greater demand; therefore, it is
appropriate that the public obligations of broadcasters be re-assessed. what can the
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public expect in return for free use of our increasingly valuable spectrum? The switch
to digital television transmission offers a rare occasion to strengthen both commercial
interests and wider concerns regarding the public good. As American communication
scholar Philip Napoli observes, “[D]igital television’s potential contribution to the pub-
lic interest provides the most compelling rationale for moving forward with the tran-
sition” (Napoli, 2003, p. 155).
As this article will demonstrate, the Canadian digital television transition has wit-
nessed an abdication of this key public interest element in broadcasting policy in the
name of market-based efficiency—a faith in industrial initiative that has, in the end,
proven incapable of the task at hand. Despite Canada’s historic position of a  pro-
nounced government presence in broadcasting policy via cultural tools such as pub-
lic broadcasting, domestic funding models, and Canadian content requirements,
a  comparative analysis in transition models and the policy process between the
United States and Canada reveals a far more active American critical engagement with
public interest elements during this period of significant technological innovation.
This policy involvement has produced tangible results for the American public not yet
on the radar in the Canadian transition.
Despite the importance of the digital transition, and Canada’s tradition of critical
political economy in media, there is a paucity of academic work in this area.1 It seems
a small academic industry has grown around aspects of Internet governance, and dig-
ital copyright policy has been the site of enormous popular involvement in recent
years, but the digital television transition remains by and large ignored by Canadian
critical communication scholars. The digital television transition in Canada has been
an industry-led project, effectively free from public or academic scrutiny. This is unfor-
tunate, for television broadcasting remains the dominant medium for the majority of
Canadians.2 Although newer media have significantly altered Canadian communica-
tion, the traditional mass media remain central to the experience of most Canadians.
The digital transition provides opportunity for a relevant and timely comparative
analysis with the U.S. broadcasting system—the system, along with that of the U.K.,
against which Canada’s is often judged. Given the interconnectedness of the two broad-
casting systems, when the United States established a clear trajectory toward a fully dig-
ital broadcasting system in 1997, there was little doubt that Canada would soon follow.
Canada chose to adopt the American ATSC (Advanced Television Systems Committee)
standard in 1997, and the two countries have a similar percentage of households that
still rely upon over-the-air signals for television access (roughly 10% in Canada and 15%
in the U.S.). Canada has decided to wait until two years after the American switch to
complete its own analogue shut-off in August 2011, though the firmness of this date is
certainly in question. Such a  wait-and-see approach is not uncommon in Canada’s
broadcasting history and likely prudent given Canada’s strong media connections to
the United States; however, there are revealing elements of the Canadian policy
approach thus far that differ from the American template.
This article explores and compares the early developments in digital television
broadcasting in the United States and Canada, using an approach of institutional polit-
ical economy, with an emphasis on public interest objectives: “the black box whose
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meaning or representation is the terrain of the struggle” (Horwitz, 1989, p. 9). Given
the centrality of the concept for this study, it is incumbent to offer some parameters
for the public interest. For the past two decades, the prevailing approach to the pub-
lic interest in broadcasting has been best summarized by former Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) chair Mark Fowler, who expressed his position
with a certain rhetorical flourish in 1982: 
[The FCC] should rely on the broadcasters’ ability to determine the wants of
their audiences through the normal mechanisms of the marketplace. The
public interests, then, defines [sic] the public interest. (Fowler & brenner,
1982, p. 210)
This definition is ideologically aligned with the general thrust of reaganomics, and
therefore of its time; however, it is far too limited in its scope. It reduces the role of the
citizen to that of mere consumer and ignores the inherent public value of broadcast-
ing. one is not engaging in a civic dialogue; one is merely shopping. Contemporary
U.K. legal scholar Mike Feintuck (2004) takes exception to this view and has pushed
for a broader understanding. He observes: “[A] core meaning [of public interest] could
be established in the context of regulation which identifies it closely with the values
of equality and citizenship within a democracy” (p. 248). A 2008 study prepared for
the world bank, broadcasting, Voice, and Accountability, also cites the applicability of
Feintuck’s work and notes “the need to revisit and reevaluate the concept of the pub-
lic interest in broadcasting to suit present circumstances and needs” (buckley, Duer,
Mendel, & Ó Siochrú, 2008, p. 9).
For the purposes of this article, the public interest in television policy involves the
promotion of participatory citizenship and civic engagement. There is much at stake
in this debate beyond which programs one chooses to watch. Marc raboy writes: 
The idea of the public interest remains the central legitimating motor for
public policy intervention in communication, not only in the U.S. but wher-
ever liberal democracy is the order of the day … Debates over defining the
public interest, therefore, are among the fundamental political struggles of
our time, insofar as they shape the contours of our democracies. (raboy,
2000, p. 410)
Via the examination of primary documents concerned with the digital television tran-
sition—official reports, policy announcements, statistics, and speeches from signifi-
cant political and industrial figures—from Canada and the United States, this article
attempts to establish whether the Canadian digital television transition thus far has
upheld traditional principles of the public interest in broadcasting.
This study assumes the approach of institutional political economy, in which
organizational structure plays a fundamental role in resource allocation (babe, 1995;
Mosco, 1996). In this case, the central institution in question is the Canadian radio-
television and Telecommunications Commission (CrTC), though, as will be demon-
strated, much of the foundational work of the transition occurred outside the public
regulator. Institutional political economy also recognizes the power dynamics inher-
ent in the surrounding policy discourse. In the case of the Canadian transition, what
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has been repeatedly described as a “market-based” solution upon closer examination
reveals itself to be a protection of incumbent economic interests.
Contemporary realities in the process of cultural production challenge classic lib-
eral political economy’s assumption of an idealized relationship of exchange; indeed,
such an approach is always suspect in the field of communications. And while this dis-
sertation shares much of Marxist political economy’s emphasis upon justice and the
production process, and recognizes that the key commodity at the end of this transi-
tion process is the audience labour as revealed by Dallas Smythe (1982), the contem-
porary reality in broadcasting is more complex than the orthodox Marxist belief in the
state as the protector of industrial interests. The digital television transition proves this
to be by and large true; however, this outcome should not be viewed as inevitable
(as demonstrated to some extent in the U.S. example). A more useful approach to the
role of government in broadcasting policy comes from Sylvia Harvey (2003), who uses
the metaphor of a muddy soccer pitch involving “various forces and interests, some-
times winning, sometimes losing” (p. 196). The “pitch” of the CrTC (the dominant
site of the Canadian state involvement in broadcasting) has been witness to some
exhaustive matches over the years, where, at times, both the corporate sector and the
Canadian citizenship have been able to claim victory. A modern political economy
analysis of broadcasting systems must observe that the organizational structures and
bureaucratic activity are potent forces in the production and distribution of goods and
services. It is within these bureaucratic structures where the citizen, so central to the
idea of the public interest, may find a voice.
The science of digital television
In the past two decades, digitalization has permeated virtually all aspects of mass com-
munication (distribution, radio, television, and the Internet), and most western
nations have set dates to switch over to a fully digital national broadcasting transmis-
sion system. There is virtually no debate as to the superior quality and spectral effi-
ciency of the digital paradigm.3
Some understanding of the science of digital broadcasting is required, as this shift
from anlaogue technology spearheads much of the regulatory change, which is not to
say it limits the range of policy options. Digitalization can be described as a system
that breaks information down into a  binary numerical pattern where images and
sounds are encoded as “0” and “1.” Vincent Mosco (2004) notes that the code of ones
and zeros, “a common, universal language for electronic media” (p. 155), has great
appeal for users and producers. For regulators, the general public interest benefits of
digitalization include a more efficient use of spectrum space and potential public rev-
enue from selling spectrum capacity; for consumers, digital broadcasts promise
clearer reception, greater choice, and the increasing appeal of high-definition (HD) tel-
evision. Not all digital is high definition (there is also standard definition), though
high definition is only available in a  digital form.4 HD  television may be seen as
a potential saviour for traditional broadcasting and associated hardware industries, as
its high bandwidth requirement makes it a poor fit for Internet broadcasting, and sales
of new HD-compatible televisions have been brisk in recent years. High-definition pic-
tures provide the “wow” factor necessary to drive consumers to embrace the new
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technology. Digitalization has obvious benefits for an increasingly consolidated media
industry: communication networks, previously structured upon distinct analogue sig-
nals, can now potentially process digital television, telephone, Internet and radio sig-
nals all on the same network and with greater clarity.5
Many of the key regulatory decisions involving digital television were simply not
possible in an analogue environment. The diminishing regime of analogue broadcast-
ing technology is characterized by scarcity of frequencies, distinctive industry sectors,
few intermediaries, and linear programming—all of which are reflected in the regula-
tory structure of recent decades (Verhulst, 2002). The National Television System
Committee (NTSC) was developed 65 years ago and became the analogue television
transmission standard in Canada, the United States, Japan, South Korea, and other
countries, mostly in the Americas. An NTSC television signal occupies a total band-
width of 6  MHz to transmit one channel over the air to viewers (CrTC, 2006b,
Appendix b1).
There was a great political push in the United States in the late 1980s to develop
new advanced television technology. This was largely due to legitimate U.S. concerns
of a complete Japanese takeover of the electronics industry after the Japanese demon-
strated their new HD  analogue system in washington in 1987. The ensuing
washington-financed research race developed the ATSC (Advanced Television
Systems Committee) A/53  digital television transmission standard, which was
approved in 1995.6 by digitizing the signal, the Americans made HD possible for ter-
restrial broadcast and effectively ended Japanese dominance in the field before it ever
gained mass public recognition. The same 6 MHz of bandwidth that used to carry one
analogue channel can, using the digital ATSC standard, transmit one HD program
stream, two medium-definition program streams, or up to five standard-definition
(SD) streams as well as some associated data.7 The flexibility to create different com-
binations is a key benefit of the ATSC standard (CrTC, 2006b, Appendix b2). 
Some public broadcasting stations in the United States have manipulated this
new ability to multicast in digital by running simultaneous multiple SD broadcasts on
their allotted spectrum space during the day (i.e., children’s shows, educational pro-
gramming, and political information), while converting to one HD broadcast for the
evening schedule (book, 2004). Given the increased capacity and clarity, and the
implications for industrial benefits in content and hardware production, one can
understand the broad appeal of the digital system.
The changing spectrum allocation requirements of digital broadcasting have
strong repercussions for the fast-growing wireless communications industry. The 1996
Convergence Policy, which allowed for telecommunications carriers to be eligible for
broadcasting licences, means that many telephone and television companies in
Canada are one and the same (Canada, 1996). Telecommunications carriers and
Internet service providers see the commercial section of the sub-700-MHz spectrum,
presently occupied by television broadcasters, as ideal for new wireless services.
A wireless tower transmitting in the under-700-MHz band can cover twice the geo-
graphic area of a tower transmitting in the 1900-MHz band, where many cellphones
currently operate. This frequency is superior for long-range data transmission and for
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rural broadband services. The VHF and UHF bands, where most current analogue tel-
evision signals reside, are the “prime real estate” coveted by wireless providers for its
greater range. (For a further breakdown of frequencies, see Table 1.)
Many of these more technical issues are not unique to Canada. The change to digital
broadcasting is now a  global movement, with some countries (the United States,
Finland, Sweden, the Netherlands) already successfully past their analogue shut-off
(ASo) date. The experience of each country is a  reflection of the nation’s current
broadcasting environment, and digital television transitions have been by no means
uniform (see Table 2). Key variables in this process include market size, dominant dis-
tribution systems, availability of spectrum space, and potential government subsidies
(leiva, Trinidad, & Starks, 2009).
The digital television transition in the United States
The digital television transition has been a concern at the highest levels of govern-
ment in the United States since the mid-1990s. The 1996 Telecommunications Act
(the first major overhaul to U.S. federal communications legislation since the
Communications Act of 1934) was the pioneering legislative framework for the digital
transition and put the industrial and political process irreversibly in motion. The Act
included a new section entitled “broadcast Spectrum Flexibility” (section 336), which
outlined the use of new “advanced televi-
sion services” and set the stage for the
spectrum auctions to follow 10 years later.
This new law doubled the spectrum space
allotted to most broadcasters for the dura-
tion of the digital transition but mandated
that previously held analogue spectrum
space eventually “be surrendered to the
Commission for reallocation or reassign-
ment (or both) pursuant to Commission
regulation” (United States, 1996, 336.c).
by 1996, the digital television transition
was a fait accompli in America.
President bill Clinton established the
Advisory Committee on the Public
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Table 1: Spectrum for television broadcasting in Canada
Band Channel Frequency (MHz)
VHF 2 to 4 inclusive 54-72
VHF 5 and 6 76-88
VHF 7 to 13 inclusive 174-216
UHF 14 to 69 inclusive 470-806
Source: CRTC 2006b, appendix 1
Table 2: International 
analogue shut-off dates
Australia 2010-2012
France 2012
Germany 2010
Mexico 2021
UK 2012
United States 2009
Japan 2011
Canada 2011
Source: CRTC 2006
Interest obligations of Digital Television broadcasters, or PIAC (Public Interest
Advisory Committee), on March 11, 1997. The President charged the advisory commit-
tee with determining how public interest objectives would best be served in the tele-
vision environment created by the U.S. Telecommunications Act of 1996, which
legislated an ASo date of 2006. Specifically, the president requested that the advisory
committee advise Vice President Al Gore on the public interest obligations of digital
television broadcasters. The committee was comprised of 25 members, including rep-
resentatives of industry, public broadcasting, Native groups, academics, and advocates
for children’s television. The committee’s report, Charting the Digital Broadcasting
Future, was tabled on December 18, 1998. 
The 160 page report was forthright in its assertion that public interest objectives
and the role of government regulation were still applicable in the digital environment: 
It is important to help affirmatively shape the new digital television era, in con-
cert with market forces and the technology itself, by recommending appropri-
ate legal obligations and marketplace rules. (United States, 1998, p. 1)
A key point is the desire to “affirmatively shape”—to give structure to the digital era
using the policy tools of the Federal Communications Commission, not simply allow-
ing for a marketplace solution. The authors of the report emphatically endorsed the
position that “people are citizens as well as consumers” (p. 134). The report echoed
a position taken in the landmark red lion broadcasting Co. v. FCC Supreme Court
decision of 1969 that upheld the constitutionality of the public interest standard in
American broadcasting: “It is the right of the viewers and listeners, not the right of
the broadcasters, which is paramount” (p. 26). 
The committee urged the FCC to utilize the extra programming potential of digi-
tal television to improve the quality of political discourse in the United States, includ-
ing a controversial recommendation that politicians should be allowed five minutes
of free air time each night in the 30 days prior to an election (p. 56). As Philip Napoli
writes, the report “represented an important starting point for a meaningful examina-
tion and reassessment of how broadcast television could better contribute to
American political and cultural life” (Napoli, 2003, p. 154).
The impact of the report resonated in washington corridors of power and did
indeed spark a re-assessment of broadcasters’ public contributions. The report
prompted an FFC inquiry into digital broadcasters’ public interest obligations (FCC,
1999). However, the FCC has never officially responded to this Notice of Inquiry.
According to Napoli, much of this public interest movement was undercut by the
change to the republican administration of George  w. bush and his selection of
Michael Powell as chair of the FCC in 2001 (Napoli, 2003).8 The emphasis switched to
more practical, industrial issues such as building televisions with digital receivers and
reaching ASo deadlines, and less upon normative debates concerning the public inter-
est and the digital transition. 
Advocacy groups such as the benton Foundation; Public Interest, Public
Airwaves Coalition; Common Cause; and Freepress maintained pressure and won
some concessions. In particular, the FCC placed conditions upon digital broadcasters
to provide programming for children and offer information for parents as to which
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programs are appropriate for young viewers (FCC, 2004). There was nothing contro-
versial in these measures—the paucity of quality television programming for children
in America is a popular political issue dating back to the Kennedy era (see Minow,
1961) and is unlikely to find opposition in either party in Congress.
However, despite this regulatory olive branch, the outcry for public interest in
American broadcasting never fully subsided and once again flared up and intensified
as civil society groups continued pressure. In 2005, the benton Foundation, a public
interest advocacy group funded by the Ford Foundation, published its Citizen’s Guide
to the Public Interest Obligations of Digital Television Broadcasters, which observed,
“[A]s new technology innovations unlock new potential, policymakers must not loose
[sic] sight of the goal on the horizon—ensuring that America’s media choices serve
the public’s growing and very real needs” (benton Foundation, 2005, p. 19). The report
listed dozens of civil society groups involved with the digital broadcasting policy strug-
gle and urged broad public involvement.
There was also debate within the FCC itself. In response to the inaction of the reg-
ulator, the Consumer Advisory Committee of the FCC released a  statement in
November of 2005 chastising the lack of progress:
Consumers deserve to know how broadcasters will serve their day-to-day tel-
evision needs—healthy programming for children, healthy programming for
our democracy, healthy programming for our communities, and as much
information about the TV that comes into our living rooms as the food that
comes into our kitchens. The transition to digital television offers profound
opportunity to improve television broadcasters’ service to the public by
enhancing the diversity of viewpoints, promoting civic participation, expand-
ing local and community programming, and increasing children’s program-
ming. (FCC, Consumer Advisory Committee, 2005)
In the U.S. political debate, the digital transition issue also found surprisingly strong
public interest advocates from within the republican Party. In the late 1990s,
republican Senator and presidential candidate bob Dole fought, and ultimately lost,
the political battle to make broadcasters pay for their use of the public spectrum
(Fraser, 1999). In  2005, another future republican presidential candidate, Senator
John McCain, took up the cause of digital television and was blunt in his assessment
of the transition at that point.
The transition to digital television has been a grave disappointment for
American consumers and nothing short of a spectrum heist, for an indefinite
period of time, by television broadcasters. (McCain, 2002)
McCain also championed the advisory committee’s 1998 request for free air time to
candidates and lobbied for a digital transition date of 2007, not 2009 (after the origi-
nal 2006 date was extended).
For McCain and other American politicians, the digital transition was seen as
a matter of public safety. The issue of radio spectrum was linked to matters of national
security following the release of The 9/11 Commission Report in 2004. The report noted
the poor communication between emergency response units in the wake of the ter-
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rorist attacks and stated that the increasingly congested U.S. spectrum space was par-
tially to blame. The 9/11 Commission explicitly recommended: “Congress should sup-
port pending legislation which provides for the expedited and increased assignment
of radio spectrum for public safety purposes” (National Commission on Terrorist
Attacks Upon the United States, 2004, p. 397). The digital transition, according to John
McCain and the 9/11 Commission, is not only a matter of home entertainment and
information, but a  necessary step to freeing up spectrum capacity for emergency
response units. Though this is not traditionally part of the discourse surrounding the
public interest in broadcasting, it is nevertheless a matter still decidedly in the public
realm and not confined to the more private interests of industry.
Despite the outcry from within the washington power elite and civil society
groups, many remain unsatisfied with the level of public interest objectives achieved
in the U.S. digital television transition. Political action has not matched the rhetoric. In
2007, FCC Commissioner Jonathan Adelstein noted this policy disconnect in
a Congressional interview:
[I]n order to maximize the benefits to the American people, the Commission
needs to determine DTV broadcasters’ public interest obligations. This pro-
ceeding has been pending since 1999, and the Commission has failed to pro-
duce final rules. (Adelstein, 2007)
regardless of its shortcomings, the American experience has nevertheless pro-
duced results not found north of the border. First and foremost, the United States,
after a five month delay, achieved its goal of a complete analogue-shut-off in 2009.
Given the size and scope of the American transition, this is an enormous accomplish-
ment. The U.S. government played a central role in the transition, including the costly
decision in 2005 to set aside nearly $1 billion dollars for a coupon program to assist
Americans to purchase digital converters for older analogue television sets (U.S. 2005).
In early 2009, Congress made changes to the 2005 Digital Television Transition and
Public Safety Act and approved an extra $20 million dollars for a public education
campaign (U.S. 2009). As is discussed further in the conclusion, the 2008 FCC deci-
sion to allow public use of so-called white space, the unused spectrum space between
channels designed to accommodate the frequency spillover common to the less pre-
cise analogue system, is a major victory for citizens and a stinging rebuke for estab-
lished broadcasting interests. It is hard to foresee such a development in Canada,
where the main focus of the transition has been about protecting established interests,
not exploring new possibilities.
The digital transition in Canada
by 1997, with the American digital rollout underway, Canada faced the prospect of fol-
lowing suit or falling behind. while American politicians and civil society groups are
still vigorously engaged in the public interest battle, in Canada such a debate has
never really begun. Despite the geographic, economic, technical, and cultural similar-
ities between the two nations, the Canadian digital television switchover has taken
a decidedly different trajectory from the United States, one which belies Canada’s tra-
ditional approach to the inherent publicness of broadcasting.
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Simply put, Canadian digital television policy has been far more market-centred
than its American counterpart. After more than a  decade of this approach, it has
become clear that faith placed in the forces of the media marketplace to guide the
transition has been misplaced. Market leadership has proven inadequate to the task
at hand. In a study prepared for the CrTC in 2006, former CbC executive and leading
figure in the Canadian digital transition Michael McEwen critiqued the Canadian pol-
icy plan. He noted:
Government has, to date, shown no inclination to make any change in its pol-
icy of a market driven approach. This in the context of the mounting evi-
dence of successful European, Asian and American transition strategies,
which have specific milestones, firm ASo targets, and legislation to back the
plans up. (CrTC, 2006c, p. 46) 
This CrTC and government disconnect from public interest objectives in the digital
television transition was established early in the process. In 1995, a Canadian task force
was created by the Canadian government virtually in tandem with the American advi-
sory committee established by President Clinton, though its structure, mission, and
conclusions were decidedly different. The Canadian committee did not have the same
high-level launch, nor did it share the mandate to re-evaluate the role of broadcasting
as an essential public good. In 1995, the Task Force on the Implementation of Digital
Television was charged by the Canadian government with proposing a rollout plan for
digital television in Canada. The task force was chaired by Michael McEwen and con-
sisted entirely of industry representatives. (For more on membership numbers, see
Table 3.) Its brief report (47 pages including appendices), Canadian Television in the
Digital Era, filed with the Minister of Canadian Heritage and Industry Canada in
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Table 3: Task force on the implementation of digital television
Group Industry Representatives(including CBC) Non-Industry
Main Task Force Members 
(including resource people) 14
3: Canadian Heritage, Industry
Canada, and Association of
Tele-Education in Canada 
(+ 3 observers)
Working Group 1: 
Policies and Regulations 16
2: Canadian Heritage, Industry
Canada, + CRTC (observer) 
Working Group 2:
Economics and Consumer Services
and Product Implementation 
18 1: CRTC Observer
Working Group 3:
Digital Television Technology 13 1: Industry Canada
Working Group 4:
Production Considerations 10
1: Association of Tele-
Education in Canada
Source: Canada, 1997, Appendix 2
october 1997, was largely technical in nature. Among the 17 recommendations was
a request from the task force for a time lag so that Canadian broadcasters would be
12  to 18  months behind the American switchover—a strategy designed to benefit
industry in terms of the price of new hardware and a chance to learn from the mis-
takes of their American colleagues. As the report (under)states, “we can reasonably
expect bumps and detours along the way” (Canada, Task Force on the
Implementation of Digital Television, 1997, p. 12).
The period of transition between the American and Canadian ASo was not the
only aspect of the plan designed to benefit the industry-based membership of the task
force. while the early American report sought to “shape” the digital era “in concert
with market forces,” the Canadian task force made it clear that their primary concern
was “the continuing financial health of [the] Canadian television broadcasting system”
(1997, p. 3). Such has been the Canadian approach to the digital transition for the ensu-
ing years—the transition has been far more about maintaining a consumer base than
about exploring the public possibilities of this new technology.
on the recommendation of this task force, a group was assembled to offer further
advice and monitor progress as the digital switch progressed. Canadian Digital
Television Inc. (CDTV) existed from 1999 to 2006 and, once again, was comprised
entirely of industry representatives and chaired by Michael McEwen. He notes in
a 2009 article published in the broadcasting industry trade journal Broadcast Dialogue:
“[I]ndustry was in control of virtually all elements of the [digital television] transition,
including the important element of timing” (McEwen, 2009, p. 8). 
True to its market-centred policy, the CrTC allowed industry to largely chart its
own course through the early stages of the digital transition. In its 2000 public notice
“Establishment of an industry working group to examine the digital distribution of
existing pay and specialty services” (CrTC, 2000), the Commission asked industry to
develop proposals to govern the migration of existing pay and specialty services from
analogue to digital distribution. like the early task force and CDTV, the working group
was dominated by industry interests. The Digital Migration working Group included
members of the Canadian Cable Television Association (CCTA), the Canadian Cable
Systems Alliance (CCSA—a group representing small cable companies), the Canadian
Association of broadcasters (CAb), and the Specialty and Premium Television
Association (SPTV, now amalgamated with the CAb). A single representative of the
Public Interest Advocacy Centre (PIAC) was included to, in the CrTC’s words, “ensure
that the views of consumers were taken into account” (CrTC, 2001a). However,
according to the working group’s report appendix, Andrew reddick of the PIAC
attended only one of the eight working group meetings in the fall of 2000 (CrTC,
2001b). Though the Digital Migration working Group managed to issue a report (The
Distribution of Existing Analog Pay and Specialty Services on a Digital basis), differ-
ences between industrial interests plagued the group. 
Despite the obvious difficulties with the approach, the CrTC called upon the
Digital Migration working Group yet again in 2001 “to consider the resolution of out-
standing migration issues as they pertain to the larger cable systems” (CrTC, 2001a).
The reconvening of the working group did not result in any further consensus, and
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the working group was adjourned indefinitely in March 2003 (CrTC, 2006a). In 2001,
the CrTC issued the following position statement:
The Commission also considers that a voluntary transition model, i.e. one
that would develop at a pace set by the marketplace rather than mandated,
is the most appropriate approach for the Canadian broadcasting system.
(CrTC, 2001c)
with this one sentence, the CrTC set the Canadian broadcasting system on a very dif-
ferent policy course than most industrialized nations, one which placed primary
emphasis upon the broadcasting industry overcoming its inherent divisions. Canada’s
digital televison plan reinforced established television broadcasting interests and
placed great faith in market mechanisms to guide the transition. 
The CrTC has emphasized the expansion of the high-definition format because
it believes HD places Canada in a stronger international position in the media market-
place. This position stands in contrast to many European systems, which have placed
little emphasis upon HD and much more upon multiple free over-the-air digital chan-
nels (CrTC, 2006b). A country like Canada has an advantage for HD, for Canada’s
spectrum space is more abundant than regions with higher population concentra-
tions such as the United States or Europe, and thus able to accommodate the higher
spectrum demands of HD transmission.9
From the very beginning of the digital transition, the United States has seen HD
as the prime consumer benefit of over-the-air digital transmission. HD has been cited
by the U.S. government, the FCC, and the industry as the “gold standard” for over-the-
air digital service (CrTC, 2006c, p. 39). For Canadian programs to have a chance to
gain access to, and be competitive in, the lucrative American market, programming
will have to be produced in high definition. This economic fact is a far more plausible
factor in the recent jump in Canadian HD production than the relatively weak regula-
tory position of the CrTC.
In a key government publication, the 2003 Standing Committee study on
Canadian Heritage, Our Cultural Sovereignty, the Standing Committee took a surpris-
ingly straightforward industry approach to the question of DTV. Although the commit-
tee examined the impact of the digital transition on the objectives of the broadcasting
Act, including issues such as privacy, Canadian content, and access, our Cultural
Sovereignty never asked the key question of how digital migration might further the
goals of citizenship, as U.S. officials had explored. The only mention of the public inter-
est in the chapter dedicated to the digital transition was in relation to the necessity of
standards in digital tuners (Canada, Standing Committee on Canadian Heritage, 2003).
Nevertheless, the heritage committee made it clear they believed the digital transition
would require stronger regulatory oversight and a wider scope of voices:
recommendation 12.1:
The Committee recommends that the responsible federal departments and
agencies develop a comprehensive plan for the digital transition in conjunc-
tion with the broadcasting industry and related public, private and not-for-
profit stakeholders. (2003, p. 442)
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like so much of this extensive report, no further political action was taken on the
recommendation.
outside of the official political arena, Canadian civil society has also been rela-
tively quiet on digital television. In a 2006 end-of-year piece, Globe and Mail journal-
ist Kate Taylor boldly predicted digital television would be “the single most important
cultural issue the country will face in 2006” (Taylor, 2006). The continued silence on
the issue over the next 12 months once again proved the inherent dangers of New
year’s prognostication. Even allowing for the differences in American and Canadian
political cultures (think tanks, foundation grants, parliamentary system), the
Canadian experience has been decidedly subdued.
The effects of the industry-led transition are beginning to be felt in Canada. In
a  2008 speech, CrTC chair Konrad von  Finckenstein warned the broadcasting
Invitational Summit, “My great concern is that the industry will not be ready. There
will be requests for delays, and we will have a crisis on our hands. This must not be
allowed to happen” (von Finckenstein, 2008). 
It already has. The current state of the Canadian digital television transition is one
of confusion. A 2009 report prepared for the CrTC by the (once again) all-industry
DTV working Group stated 
In light of the recent public statements by both public and private broadcast-
ers and the public regulatory proceedings scheduled during 2009, the Digital
working Group has found it difficult to determine (1) which conventional tel-
evision stations will be operating in 2011, and (2) where analog transmitters
will not be replaced by digital transmitters (CrTC 2009c. p. 4).
In the CrTC hearings in November of 2009, entitled “Policy proceeding on a group-
based approach to the licensing of television services and on certain issues relating to
conventional television, over-the-air broadcasters,” CTV, CbC and Canwest Global
made it clear they will not be prepared for a full transition by August, 2011, and will
require at least a two-year extension.
Conclusion 
whereas the United States has addressed the issue of the public interest in digital
broadcasting at the executive and legislative branches of government, as well as
within the federal regulator itself, the Canadian experience has been one of obscure
task forces and industry groups that few citizens are aware of, and a plan designed to
protect industry interests first and foremost. 
It is not supposed to be this way. Marc raboy once noted of Canadian communi-
cations policy: “[N]o major change to the system can be instituted, or even seriously
contemplated, without public consultation” (raboy, 1995, p. 455). This has not been
the case thus far in the digital television transition in Canada. Various hearings at the
federal regulator are indeed open for public submissions; however, these hearings
address specific elements of the digital transition, not the overall direction. The pub-
lic was rarely consulted during the formative first years of the process, thus digital tel-
evision in Canada has never really undergone democratic scrutiny.
This democratic disconnect follows a contemporary pattern observed by Darin
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barney in his 2005 book Communication Technology. barney writes that the develop-
ment of information and communication technologies (ICTs) in Canada has been
“characterized by a  consistent overrepresentation of powerful, private actors with
vested interest in this policy area, and only token representation of public interest
groups and other constituencies” (barney, 2005, p. 64). He notes that 62% of the 1994
Information Highway Advisory Council’s members were representatives of the private
sector. That same figure for the main groups of the initial Task Force on the
Implementation of Digital Television is roughly 80%, and higher when one factors in
the various working groups.10
The initial primary indicators for the Canadian digital television system reveal
a strong pro-industry position with little appetite for the greater democratic potentials
of the new technology. The prevailing neoliberal orthodoxy of open markets and light
government, so prevalent in the past 20  years, has dominated the process. Given
Canada’s traditionally more leftist media culture that has accepted a role for the gov-
ernment, and stronger place of the public broadcaster within the greater broadcasting
system since the 1920s, it is surprising that when it comes to the contemporary essen-
tial question of public interest obligations in digital television, the debate within the
United States has been far more robust. 
The U.S. government offered subsidies to ensure no citizens were excluded from
the digital television transition for financial reasons. The American plan allowed for
a subsidy for citizens in the form of coupons for digital tuners, set at $40 per coupon,
two coupons per household if required. In total, $1.4 billion was set aside by Congress
for tuner subsidy (CrTC, 2006c). The Canadian government has continually rejected
such subsidy. The CrTC has served notice that the digital transition requires a greater
role for the federal government. In a 2009 speech, CrTC chair Konrad von Finckenstein
called for a royal Commission to “undertake a new study of the opportunities and
implications of the digital world” (von Finckenstein, 2009). This too has thus far been
rejected by the Canadian government.
The engagement of civil society groups that accompanied the early development
of digital television in the United States continues into the current obama administra-
tion. A  post-transition issue concerns the public use of “white space”—the small
unused portions of the spectrum in between licensed channels, which could be used
for public wireless Internet, among other possibilities. In 2008, the FCC unanimously
approved use of this white space in the 300- and 400-MHz range for unlicensed use,
rejecting the pleas of traditional broadcasters (Ganapati, 2008). The FCC studied the
issue for six years before passing judgment that allows for public exploration of what
The Economist calls “wi-Fi on Steroids” (Economist.com, 2008). In September, 2009, a
wireless company named Spectrum bridge became the first company in the world to
offer wireless access over television white space in the rural town of Claudville, Virginia.
Such innovative thinking on matters of the pubic interest is possible because a signifi-
cant amount of the population, including elected officials, have been part of the digital
debate since the 1990s. The American civil society infrastructure is already in place.
with the Canadian analogue shut-off scheduled for 2011, it seems unlikely that
such public activity will surface north of the border. Given the current power dynamic
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in digital television policy, which places incumbent industrial interests at the forefront,
it is highly doubtful that Canadian policy will pursue an option such as unregulated
use of white space when powerful broadcasters are united in opposition. Under the
current regime, there is no market-based incentive to examine the possibilities of
white space, and plenty of entrenched market opposition to the concept. Unless the
digital television policy process is opened to a variety of voices, opportunities will con-
tinue to be left unexplored in Canada.
broadcasting policy in Canada is always a fine balance between the maintenance
of a national industry in the face of an overwhelming American market presence and
the inherent public interest obligations of such a widespread and powerful medium.
The digital television transition offers a rare window to strengthen both of these central
components of the system. The marketplace, charged with setting the pace of transi-
tion in 2001, has failed to deliver a clear framework and has largely excluded the pub-
lic from the policymaking process. The scope of analysis of digital television’s potential
and the inclusivity of the Canadian broadcasting system has suffered as a result.
The public interest is always an elusive concept; however, even the relatively
basic conception of the public interest as a tool of democratic equality has been decid-
edly undervalued in Canadian digital television’s formative years.
Notes
1. This article does not address issues of digital radio, as that involves a distinctly different set of prob-
lems. For an account of the difficult digital radio transition in Canada, see o’Neill (2007).
2. According to 2008 statistics, Canadians continue to spend roughly 26 hours per week watching tel-
evision, whereas they spend about 18 hours per week listening to radio, and approximately 14 hours
online in English Canada and 11 hours online in French Canada (CrTC, 2009).
3. It should be noted that U.K. scholar Des Freedman believes the essential question “why digital?” has
rarely been asked (Freedman, 2008, p. 171).
4. Japan originally developed an analogue HD in the 1980s, but it was abandoned with the advent of
the American development of digital HD (leiva, Trinidad, & Starks, 2009).
5. The announcement of the new Canadian Media Fund in March 2009 stipulated that programs
receiving funding must be available in at least two platforms—a condition clearly designed to exploit
digital possibilities.
6. For a thorough history of digital television’s development, see Joel brinkley’s 1997 book Defining
Vision: The Battle for the Future of Television.
7. New compression technologies promise to change these figures in the coming years.
8. It should be noted that, as an FCC commissioner, Michael Powell wrote that he agreed with the 1999
Notice of Inquiry (see FCC, 1999, Concurring Statement of Commissioner Michael K. Powell). 
9. An exception to this rule is the more limited transmission capacity of DTH satellite.
10. Although the national public broadcaster, the CbC, was present at the meetings, its role was to look
after its own interests, and it was not acting in a broader public interest capacity.
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